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This document includes the performance level descriptions for Does Not Meet, Meets, and 
Exceeds, a sample science topic, and three sample papers to illustrate each of the performance 
levels. Each response is followed by annotations for Development (DEV), Knowledge (KNOW), 
Organization (ORG), and Conventions (CONV).   
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Gwinnett High School Gateway Assessment  

Communication of Scientific Knowledge – Performance Level Descriptions 

 

Exceeds the AKS Standard (passing) 

The writer demonstrates a complete understanding of the scientific concepts, processes, and tools 
required in the essay task. All parts of the assigned task are developed with correct prior 
knowledge and relevant examples. Scientific documents are used effectively. When required in 
the task, charts and graphs are used and interpreted correctly. Scientific ideas are grouped and 
linked appropriately within paragraphs and across parts of the response. The writer demonstrates 
consistent control of sentence formation, usage, diction, and mechanics. Overall the writer 
demonstrates a depth of understanding and application of the AKS. 

 

Meets the AKS Standard (passing) 

The writer demonstrates a sufficient understanding of the scientific concepts, processes, and 
tools required in the essay task. Most parts of the assigned task are developed with correct prior 
knowledge and relevant examples, but some parts may be only partially developed. Provided 
documents are generally used appropriately. When required in the task, most charts and graphs 
are used correctly. Scientific ideas are generally grouped together within paragraphs. The writer 
demonstrates sufficient control of sentence formation, usage, diction, and mechanics. Overall the 
writer demonstrates an adequate understanding and application of the AKS. 

 

Does Not Meet the AKS Standard (failing) 

The writer does not demonstrate a sufficient understanding of the scientific concepts, processes, 
and tools required in the essay task. The assigned task is not addressed or attempts to address it 
are unclear or incorrect. Sufficient correct prior knowledge is not demonstrated. Scientific 
documents, charts, and graphs are not used or are used inappropriately. Attempts at organization 
are lacking or ineffective. There are frequent and severe errors in sentence formation, usage, 
diction, and/or mechanics that interfere with meaning. Overall the writer does not demonstrate a 
sufficient understanding and/or application of the AKS. 
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Sample Gateway Test Form 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

FORM 303 
 

Cycling of Matter 
 
Scientific Background 
Modern science has greatly increased the understanding of cycling of matter, energy transfer, 
and the conservation of matter and energy. 
 
Writing Task  
Write an essay that explains the changes involved in the cycling of matter.   
 
In your essay, be sure to do the following. 
 

 Describe a food web in detail, including at least three food chains.  
 State the law of conservation of matter and energy and explain how this law 

applies to photosynthesis and cellular respiration. 
 Describe how carbon is cycled between living organisms and their 

environment.  
 

(Documents A through C are related to this Writing Task.) 
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Annotations for Paper A 
 

Does Not Meet the AKS Standard (failing) 

The writer does not demonstrate a sufficient understanding of the scientific concepts, processes, 
and tools required in the essay task. The assigned task is not addressed or attempts to address it 
are unclear or incorrect. Sufficient correct prior knowledge is not demonstrated. Scientific 
documents, charts, and graphs are not used or are used inappropriately. Attempts at organization 
are lacking or ineffective. There are frequent and severe errors in sentence formation, usage, 
diction, and/or mechanics that interfere with meaning. Overall the writer does not demonstrate a 
sufficient understanding and/or application of the AKS. 

 
DEV: 1  
Most of the writer’s attempts to address the assigned task are unclear. In the paragraph about the 
food web, the writer does state that “they all work together. That’s why it’s a food chain.” To 
explain the law of conservation of matter and energy, the writer states, “because the law has 
matter everything about photosynthesis has matter and energy but energy relates to it because the 
energy flow.” In the paragraph on the carbon cycle, the writer attempts to interpret the diagram, 
but most of the reasoning is not meaningful (“Because it helps with a lot of more stuff.”). There 
are vague attempts at connections (“Its like there all one big family.”). Overall, the writer does 
not demonstrate an understanding of the cycling of matter. 
 
KNOW: 1 
Prior knowledge is not demonstrated. The writer’s ideas are incorrect or unclear. There is little 
attempt to use scientific vocabulary. Attempts to use the provided documents are not effective. 
 
ORG: 2 
There is some evidence of an overall organizational strategy, as the writer appears to be 
attempting to address each bullet of the assigned task. There are attempts at sequencing as the 
writer poses questions to himself then attempts to answer them.  Ideas about food webs, the law 
of conservation of matter and energy, and the carbon cycle are very loosely grouped. There is no 
introduction or conclusion. Transitions are not used to link ideas. The writer demonstrates very 
limited control. 
 
CONV: 1 
There are no correct sentences. There are frequent and severe errors in usage and mechanics 
which, when combined with sentence formation errors, obscure the meaning of the response. The 
writer did not demonstrate control of the components of Conventions. 
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Annotations for Paper B 
 

Meets the AKS Standard (passing) 

The writer demonstrates a sufficient understanding of the scientific concepts, processes, and 
tools required in the essay task. Most parts of the assigned task are developed with correct prior 
knowledge and relevant examples, but some parts may be only partially developed. Provided 
documents are generally used appropriately. When required in the task, most charts and graphs 
are used correctly. Scientific ideas are generally grouped together within paragraphs. The writer 
demonstrates sufficient control of sentence formation, usage, diction, and mechanics. Overall the 
writer demonstrates an adequate understanding and application of the AKS. 

 
DEV: 3 
Most parts of the assigned task are sufficiently developed. Connections are stated and developed 
in some parts of the response (food webs are networks of food chains). Reasoning is clear and 
correct and explained in some parts of the response (not every herbivore dies as prey to a larger 
animal, but most food chains contain one or more carnivores; photosynthesis and cellular 
respiration are reciprocal processes). All of the writer’s ideas are relevant. 
 
KNOW: 3 
Prior knowledge is generally relevant and correct (matter has different states and phases; carbon 
is an element, carbon + oxygen = carbon dioxide; plants use carbon dioxide; consumers exhale 
carbon dioxide; law of conservation of matter and energy). Scientific vocabulary is appropriate 
and is used in most parts of the response (predator, prey, element, consumers, carbon dioxide, 
reactant). The provided documents are used appropriately; information is integrated, not merely 
copied. Most of the information included in the response is correct, but there is incorrect 
information in the discussion of the carbon cycle: carbon is not a toxic gas.  
 
ORG: 3 
The organizational strategy is appropriate to the assigned task. Scientific ideas are presented in a 
clear sequence; the writer begins by explaining food webs and the carbon cycle then explains 
how both processes relate to the Law of Conservation of Matter and Energy. Related scientific 
ideas are grouped together (food webs; the carbon cycle; Law of Conservation of Matter and 
Energy). The introduction is generally clear as the writer tries to set up the relationships between 
the processes in the assigned task. The conclusion is somewhat ineffective as the writer tries to 
explain that matter is essential and “is not going anywhere.” Transitions link some parts of the 
response (whether it be a plant or an animal; However, both the food web and the carbon cycle; 
This conservative law; In conclusion).  
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CONV: 3  
Sentences are formed correctly. There is some variation in length and structure. The elements of 
usage are correct in the majority of the response with the exception of a pronoun referent (“the 
food web and the carbon cycle use the law …in its process every day”) and a single “s” missing 
in herbivores (carnivores and herbivore). Most elements of mechanics are correct with the 
exception of commas missing after introductory clauses. The weakness of this response lies in 
the clarity of the diction which occasionally interferes with meaning (“Although matter has been 
cycling around since the beginning of time, the process still undergoes changes.”). The writer 
demonstrates sufficient skill in using scientific language to respond to the assigned task. 
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Annotations for Paper C 
 

Exceeds the AKS Standard (passing) 

The writer demonstrates a complete understanding of the scientific concepts, processes, and tools 
required in the essay task. All parts of the assigned task are developed with correct prior 
knowledge and relevant examples. Scientific documents are used effectively. When required in 
the task, charts and graphs are used and interpreted correctly. Scientific ideas are grouped and 
linked appropriately within paragraphs and across parts of the response. The writer demonstrates 
consistent control of sentence formation, usage, diction, and mechanics. Overall the writer 
demonstrates a depth of understanding and application of the AKS. 

 
DEV: 5 
All three parts of the assigned task are fully elaborated with specific details and examples (food 
webs, law of conservation, carbon cycle). Connections within parts of the task are explicitly 
stated and fully developed (a food web is composed of overlapping food chains; how levels 
within food chains relate to each other; size relationships between trophic levels; photosynthesis 
and cellular respiration are reciprocal processes; how carbon cycles relate to food webs; how 
photosynthesis relates to the law of conservation of matter and energy). Connections across parts 
of the task are stated. Reasoning is exceptionally clear, correct, and explained (the arrows in the 
food web diagram illustrate energy transfer; why equations of chemical reactions must be 
balanced). All of the ideas included are relevant. 
 
KNOW: 5 
The writer demonstrates extensive correct and relevant prior knowledge (levels of the food 
chain; transfer of energy; energy is not lost; ten percent rule; balanced equations; photosynthesis 
creates glucose and oxygen; photosynthesis and cellular respiration are reciprocal processes). 
Precise scientific vocabulary is used throughout the response (producer, primary consumer, 
secondary consumer, decomposer, predator, protists, trophic, herbivores, omnivores, carnivores, 
tertiary consumers, reactants, products, nutrients). The provided documents are integrated 
effectively. 
 
ORG: 5 
All parts of the organizational strategy are appropriate to the assigned task. The writer logically 
ties all three parts of the assigned task together by focusing on matter as food. Scientific ideas are 
logically grouped throughout the response (the food chain; Law of Conservation of Matter; the 
carbon cycle). The writer establishes the topic and purpose in the introduction by suggesting that 
all the principles of the cycling of matter are evident in a food web or energy flow diagram. The 
conclusion is appropriate to the purpose of scientific writing. Varied transitional elements link all 
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aspects of the response (in a traditional food chain; in these chains; during these cycles; the same 
theory; together, these nutrients). This is a sophisticated overall organizational plan. 
  
CONV: 4  
Simple, compound and complex sentences are clear and effective throughout the response. There 
is some variety in sentence length, but far less in sentence structure. The majority of sentences 
are straightforward subject-first constructions. Most elements of usage are consistently correct, 
but there are some minor subject-verb agreement errors (“there is decomposers;” “a primary 
consumer are”) and word forms (“These type”). Most elements of mechanics are consistently 
correct, but there are minor spelling errors (“transfered,” “tropic” for “trophic”). Overall, the 
writer demonstrates a higher level of control of usage and mechanics than of sentence formation. 


